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It has been known for many decades that Snow Buntings occur with some regularity in the 
Azores archipelago in winter, with flocks numbering up to 20 individuals on occasion. The 
majority of records are from the islands of Corvo and Faial. The origin and fate of these 
individuals is unknown and it is unclear whether the regular occurrence of such groups 
represents a wintering strategy, or rather, whether these birds have been blown off the 
course of their usual migration route. Seven individuals from a flock of ten Snow Buntings 
known to have been present on the island of Faial between 20th March and early May 2000 
were trapped on March 30th 2000. Plumage characteristics indicated they were of the 
Greenland P.n. nivalis race. Measurements of body mass indicated that the fat reserves of 
these individuals were similar to those of Snow Buntings wintering in Scotland U.K. at the 
same time of year, just prior to departure to the breeding grounds. However the calculated 
potential flight range of the individuals from Faial varied from 500 km to 1.800 km, 
averaging 1.150 km for females and 1.640 km for males. Whilst these average ranges 
would be sufficient to make continental landfall if the birds followed an easterly route, such 
a heading is considered improbable, given their racial characteristics. The calculated energy 
reserves would be insufficient to sustain continuous flight on a northerly course to 
continental landfall. The presence of potentially suitable breeding habitat on the 
neighbouring island of Pico is highlighted. 
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INTRODUCTION 
It has been known for many of decades that the 
Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis occurs in 
small numbers, during winter, in the Azores 
archipelago, almost 1000 km from the nearest 
continental land mass (GODMAN 1870; 
BANNERMAN & BANNERMAN 1966). The most 
regular records, both historical and contemporary, 
often involving flocks of up to 20 individuals, are 
from the westernmost island of Corvo 
(BANNERMAN & BANNERMAN 1966; P. Domingos 
pers. comm.). The Snow Bunting is a montane 
breeding species, with known nesting grounds in 
Greenland, Iceland, Arctic Scandinavia and 
Scotland. It is migratory, or partially migratory 
(CRAMP & PERRINS 1994), wintering in coastal 
areas of Scandinavia, Britain, and extending 
southwards into northern France. Populations 
breeding in Greenland, Arctic Canada and Alaska 
winter in central North America. The origin and 
fate of birds occurring in winter in the Azores is 
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the subject of conjecture, as these birds would 
appear to be a very considerable distance from the 
nearest breeding grounds, and the likelihood that 
the Azores archipelago represents a regular, 
strategic wintering ground, seems remote. Despite 
the presence of montane habitat within the Azores 
archipelago (the summit of the island of Pico rises 
to some 2.351 metres) there has never been any 
evidence of local breeding and there is no 
suggestion in the literature that this species may 
possibly breed within the archipelago. Migrants 
wintering in northern France, are known to depart 
the wintering sites in February and March, as they 
begin the northward migration to the breeding 
grounds (CRAMP & PERRINS 1994). 
METHODS 
On 22nd January 2000 a single Snow Bunting 
was located at Caldeira, Faial by HF. On 20th 
March 2000 a flock of 10 individuals (three males 
and seven females) was present and this group 
was observed almost daily until early May (HF). 
On 30th March, when European breeding Snow 
Buntings would be expected to be close to 
departure from the wintering grounds, seven 
individuals (three males, four females) were 
trapped, under licence, and fitted with metal 
identification rings. The birds were trapped at 
10.00hrs GMT. Wing length (maximum flattened 
cord) was measured to 0.5mm using a stopped 
rule and each bird was weighed to 0.1g using a 
Pesola spring balance. The mass of fat reserves 
was calculated as the difference between 
measured body mass, and published values for 
lean (starvation) mass (26 g for females, 30 g for 
males, SMITH & METCALFE 1997). The maximum 
flight range was calculated using Program 1 from 
PENNYCUICK (1989) assuming an average 
wingspan of 31.0 cm for females and 32.5 cm for 
males (BANKS et al. 1989). 
RESULTS 
Plumage characteristic of the birds trapped 
indicated that they were of the Greenland race P. 
n. nivalis (R. Smith pers. comm.). Mean body 
masses were 33.1 g (range 28.9 g – 37.0 g) and 
42.2 g (range 40.0 - 43.7 g) for females and males 
respectively. These values give calculated 
subcutaneous fat masses of 7.1 g for females 
(range 2.9 – 11.0 g) and 12.2 g for males (range 
10.0 – 13.7 g). Assuming powered fight at a 
speed to maximise range in still air, the mean 
flight range was calculated as 1.150 km (range 
500 – 1.670 km) for females and 1.640 (range 
1.380 – 1.800 km) for males. Given a calculated 
range-optimising flight speed of 10.2 and 10.6 
m/s for females and males respectively, the mean 
non-stop flight periods would be 1.3 and 1.8 days 
respectively. 
DISCUSSION 
The average body mass of male Snow Buntings 
trapped on Faial in late March was similar to that 
recorded by BANKS et al. (1989) for male Snow 
Buntings in Highland Region, Scotland and by 
SMITH (1994) in Cairngorm, Scotland at the end 
of March, just prior to departure for the breeding 
grounds (between 38 g and 43 g). The values 
recorded for females in the Azores were 
substantially lower than the corresponding 
weights of females in Highland Region 
(approximately 38 g) although similar to the 
value recorded in Cairngorm (approximately 34 
g).  
Given the remote location of the Azores 
archipelago from both the main breeding areas of 
the Snow Bunting, and from the nearest 
continental landfall, the use of these islands as a 
regular, strategic wintering ground seems a 
remote possibility. The minimum distance to a 
known, continental wintering site (Brittany, 
France) is 1.800 km. Greenland, the presumed 
breeding grounds of these individuals, is nearly 
3.000 km distant. The presence of Snow Buntings 
in the Azores during winter would appear to be 
more likely to result from the displacement of 
individuals from their usual route. One might 
therefore expect birds appearing in the Azores to 
be in particularly poor condition, and one would 
not predict the return of the same individuals in 
successive winters. The body condition of Snow 
Buntings on arrival in the Azores is currently 
unknown, though it may be relevant in this 
context, that five of the trapped individuals had 
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broken tail feathers and the lightest individual in 
the sample had a healed wound to the pectoral 
muscle. Such features would certainly have 
impaired the birds’ flight ability. The levels of fat 
reserves calculated for these individuals appear 
insufficient to sustain non-stop flight to either 
wintering or breeding areas in continental Europe 
or Greenland. The continued presence of the 
group of ten individuals as late as early May 
suggests that these birds would not have returned 
to northerly nesting grounds to breed in the 
summer. There remains the intriguing possibility 
that the neighbouring island of Pico, rising to 
some 2.351 m may furnish adequate nesting 
habitat for this species, although no evidence of 
breeding has ever been published. It is hoped that 
further trapping and ringing of individuals will 
help to resolve these issues. 
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